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15 eliphasi^^ on humanitie:s instruction it then 

explores the rol^s ot the huiiiMi^ies in the Engiish classroom and 
present^^^ wi^s in %hich maitidisc techniques are used 

to incprpdrate t^^^ humahities into English instruction. The digest 
also drlcv^id^^^ Ways in which ia thematic appiroach cih be used to 
explore the huinan in the English classroom. A briief list of 

references i& 



t Reproductions supplied by EpRS are the best that can be made * 

* frbi the original documents * 

**************************** 



^ERtC Clearinghouse ph Reading and Cpmniunicatioh Skills 



ERIC: 



O 

do 



Muinanilies in the 
En^sh Classroom 



U.S. DEPAPTTMENT OF EDUCATION . 

Office 6l Educational Research and Improvemern 

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
y CENTER (ERIC)-^ " 

N^his document has tMen reproduced as 
'^received from the person or organization 

origir>atino it 
O Minor changes have been made to.improve 

reproduction quality.- ~ 

• PoFntsof vieworopinions~st«tedinthisd6cuh 
ment do not necessarily: represent official 
OERl position or ix>licy. 



Study of the humamtie^ has experienced an alarming decline 
in America's high schools (Benn^^ Ravitch, and 

Fancher 1984): This digest looks at the current state of humani- 
ties instruction an evolving place of humanities in the 
English classroom, jt also provides samples of humanities ap- 
proaches tpE^^ multidisciplinary con- 
nections and thematic units: 

What Are the Humanities? 

AYsuccihct>definitiq^ 

Ihis qua|ity/h« to the tenuous ppsitjon of iu study. 

Broadly,, the humanities include 'history, literature, Writing, 
language,;philow^^^ miisic and the arts. What unites these 

fields-ih ithMehs^ of a . larger discipline or an interd isciplinary 
coursMs :=the4 lipori them and the vvays in 

which the ^fields; iniiiience each other (Finn; Ravitch; and 
Robeiis 1985). iUdn^ (19M) notw^ "the primary task 
of those.whp teach th^ hiirnanities is now to identify-the com- 
mohngfoundio^^ can gatfier in order to make 

responsible quajity.of life ih bur world 

in lighioflthe traditiohs of the past and the competing demands 
of the futuj-e;'^ 



Are the HumahitiVR trouble? 

Vyhethei^ the human are regarded as a sihg^ 
class or as-i discipiines, emphasis oh the 

humanitiesiin t^^ decreased in favor of emphasis 

on -math,, sa^ 

removed from creat]^^^^^ expfession or thoughtful expldrat^ 
of humahities i 

Excel jence ihzEducation, f fb^ 969 to 1 981 the percentage of 
total high- scho^^^ taken as hlimahities courses debiined. 

Credit in WKtern civiiizatioh down 50 percent; in U.S. 
history, r dp wh^ 2^ U.S. government, down 70 

percenti lh the face of declihihg enrollments, many schopis have 
dropped humanities courses from the curriculum altogether 
(Benhett}198^^ 

^l''P?i examines six reasons for the decjihe 

of the humanities ih olir schools: (1) a positivistic attitude 
toward education that looks with suspicion upon forms of 
ps^ understanding t^^^ intuitiph, metaphor, 

and other hohquantitatiye forms of the exchange betvveen 
J* teacher and rt^^^^ student and subject n^^^^ 

Oq (2) a.: prepccupaVp^ with measufable achievement: of pre- 
yw. specified out^^ influence of a practical pubjic 

^ vvfiich .pftin finds it djfflcuft tc understand why the ''im? 
^ tactical" hum^^^^^^ should be given seriplis attention in the 
fjufaiic' schoplsl^j^ ophcern with time as a com^ 



modity reserved for scieiices and other practiciai discipiines; 
(5) the idea that schooling is or should be an enterprise free of 
values, designed to teach children to think, but hot to become 
critical of the status quo; and (6) lack of an effective, pro- 
fessional constituency, since teachers of each of the humahities 
fields give their first allegiance to their pi'imary discipline. 



Whatls the Role of tfie Humanities 
I h the Engl ish C lassroom? 

StjII a staple in high schools in spite of curricula r .uphea^^ 
English es an essential subjedt pf the ^ 

writing are -prc^uctsiof^^t^^^ and history from ^ which 

they sjpring, embodying that heritage for later geheratiphs. A 
typicaj literature curriculuni-explores m^ of the dimensiphs 
encompassedyby the humahities: the purpose for humaii exis- 
tehee and what human characteristics and beliefs are of valuer 
(Bennett 19M; Finn, Ravitch, and Fancher 1984), According to 
Fancher (1984), "the English program, more thah^a^^ other, 
is charged yi/ith stewardship of education for the sake of 'hu- 
manity;' Certainly it possesses the richest respurMV exer- 
cising this steiA^rdship. knowledge of human c^^^ 
of social facts and patterns is to be gained in. Ehglish iclasses, 
principally through the study of literature, in far greater^degre^; 
diversity, depth, and detail than ih any other high school 
course." 



How Are Muitidisciplihary techniques Used 
to Inporpbratti the Humahities 
into English Instrucrtioh?^ 

English mstructors can place the works of literature suited for 
the high school classroom in a cultural context by incorpbrat- 
ihg into the coursevvork the music, art, history, religi6n,;Soc|a!^ 
customs, and attitudes of each vvork's respective period in 
history (Holbrpok 1985). This can be accomplished in several 
ways. For exarnple. Baker (1985) connects literatuna to ariby 
aligning analysis of a classic literary work along vyith/ahaly^^^^ 
of a related painting selected by the student. Students explbre 
themes and conflicts common to both works and ultimately 
defend the relationship between the two in an expository^ essay ^ 
Ulbrich (1985) desci-ibes an American literature course that 
includes both architecture and art. Slides of historical jy signifi- 
cant architecture are;seeh as parallel to various styles of writing 
ih American literary history. Also, Ulbrich's uhit^^ 
historical periods can be easily adapted to literature. Num^^^ 
artists and musicians whose works can be successfully integrated 
into EngMsh classes are discussed in the "Our Readers Write" 
section olEhg/i^ Journal,. Uoyember 1 985. 



Can a Thematic Approach Be Used to Explore 
th^ Humanities in English Classrooms? 

thematic approaches to literature offer ah excelleht oppor- 
tunity to focus on the humanities. For example, Ulbrich's senior 
advanced placement class explores a universal concern of hurriah- 
kind, the concept of evil, through the study, of Renaissance art 
and literature, Conrad's Heart of Darkness, E\\6x's "the Hollow 
Men, " thf film S/V/K fiac/c// Othef/o, and other works. 

The foie of the humanities in educating for a democracy is 
a theme suggested by. yVood (1985), vyho provides five specific 
roles for the humanities and su^ests suitable literary works: 
equality (Huckieberiy Fin^^^^ diversity {Hard times, American 
breams: Lost ^^^^^^ {The Wizard of Oz); 

alternatives Brave Nevi Worid, Lord of the Files); and 

inspirational models { The Grapiss of Wrath, The Piague). 

An even broader ar^ be found in the 

sijpplements to 'Thematic Units in teaching English and the 
Humahit[es'' (Sp^^^ Gulp 1977; 1980). Some of these units 
deaj specifically with literature, such as the Jewish experience \f\ 
American literature, maie/ffemaie roles in literature arid the 
hfiedia, and the exodus theme in black American literature. 
Other thematic units, such; as politics, law and justice, or cele- 
brating life, can also be adapted to literature study. 

Summary 

ths changes in educatjdria 1 focus arid funding have giveri : the 
English classroom: a^ role iri exppsirig students to a 

variety of humanistic concerns arid in providing them with a 
syrithesis of the separate humanities disciplines. The enrichmcrit 
of literature>arid =co^^ to most Eriglish class- 

rooms ;is peHept fuel for a "study of civilization" focus; As 
Ulbrich (1985) cbservesi ''Exparidi^ to mean 'Humani- 

ties' has been a touchstorie for English classes for decades. 
Recent fenamirig sh^ just encourage teachers to add moi-e 
than they already.dbj'' 

Hiiary tayidr Holbrook, ERiC/RCS 
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